Shakespearean theater for Oklahoma by Patterson, Cameron
Encompassing a semester’s worth of intense design work, this thesis is 
a comprehensive design proposal for a contemporary Shakespearean 
theatre for Oklahoma City. The thesis demonstrates the validity of the 
final product after much examination, from the first steps of initial 
theatre research, conceptual investigation, and site analysis, through 
the last steps of detailing, structural and HVAC calculations, and 
construction documentation. 
This proposal firmly grounds itself in the unique idea of a park as 
a place of curiousity, energy, and variety as the inspiration for the 
theatre. Issues of community impact and contextual acceptance, 
cultural accommodation and welcoming, and the diverse multiplicity 
of programmatic requirements are thoroughly explored and ultimately 
answered through this central concept. 
HONORS THESIS




The Oklahoma Shakespeare in the Park Theatre Company seeks a 
new home in the quirky Paseo Arts District neighborhood of Oklahoma 
City. The company’s history has seen them grow from a humble 
summer program in the park, to a prominent, award-winning company 
in downtown Oklahoma City’s heralded Stage Center, to their most 
recent home in the Paseo Arts District. While this new home meets 
their needs for the time being, they seek a new facility that will provide 
them a future in the city, a presence as a theater company on a national 
scale, and an impact in the community.
  Much of the company’s needs begin with more 
space for necessary functions like set production and 
costume design, but also include features unique to 
theatres, like the fly loft, coat check, box office, theatre box, 
and so on. Of particular concern in the design of a theatre 
are the large spaces and crowds of people in them, which 
call for wide-spanning structural systems, special lighting 
and sound systems, varied heating and cooling systems, 
and multiple options for egress. The Shakespearean focus 
of the company fosters theatre needs that are specific to 
the long-running tradition of Shakespearean plays and 
extremely different from other more contemporary theatre 
designs. The theatre box in this case requires immediacy 
and intimacy with the audience that calls for a thrust 
theatre arrangement for actors’ faces to be seen clearly 
and voices to be heard without amplification. Additionally, 
while the focus is on Shakespearean productions, the 
theatre must be flexible in its layout and technical 
equipment to accommodate other production types and 
better serve the community and other artistic endeavors. 
The client sees this theatre accomplishing all this and more 
with a very contemporary aesthetic rather than a recreation 
of historic Shakespearean theatres, thus creating a space 
for Shakespeare in the twenty first century. Located at the 
corner of North Walker Avenue and Paseo Street, this new 
facility anchors the corner of the lively Paseo Arts District, 
creating the opportunity to become the heart of the cultural 
vibrancy found there. 
 The conceptual direction for this project arises as 
a solution to issues on multiple disparate fronts. There lies 
immense pressure on this facility to become a beacon for the 
arts and the Paseo neighborhood throughout the city, the nation, 
and the world, while simultaneously presenting itself as an 
approachable, unimposing cultural facility for all sectors of 
the community. How then can this facility both broadcast itself 
on a world scale and smoothly integrate itself into the small, 
quaint arts community? The next issue is that Shakespearean 
works, or even the name Shakespeare in and of itself, are often 
perceived as lofty and highbrow and do not invite the casual 
arts enjoyer. Beginning with groans in middle school and 
continuing as disdain in adulthood, Shakespeare and his works 
remain inaccessible or distasteful to many, especially in a state 
and city that are not particularly known for their support of the 
arts. How then can this facility for primarily Shakespearean 
productions welcome and attract those of all cultural and 
artistic backgrounds and preferences? Lastly, the many spaces 
and specifications that the program for this facility calls for are 
vastly diverse in functionality, scale, acoustic properties, their 
public access, and more. How then can this facility account 
for these dissimilar spaces and maintain a sense of continuity 
throughout the user experience? The breadth of these issues 
creates specific constraints that are dealt with simply and 
succinctly. As with all great architecture, the answer comes 
in the form of a singular, powerful idea that then informs all 
aspects of the design. 

 This idea came about after much 
exploration and investigation, when a conceptual 
thread led out of the ideas of informality and 
openness. In order for Shakespeare to be taken 
up by the cultural audience of Oklahoma, it 
must be recast as the informal, shared human 
experience that it is rather than as the highbrow, 
snobbish art that it is taken to be. The theatre 
must welcome all with an air of acceptance 
and accommodation to seat itself in the active 
community. This is not a place of red curtains, 
wood trim, and traditional formal elegance, 
as that is already too off-putting. The origins, 
interests, and character of this Shakespearean 
company are anything but formal and elegant. 
In fact, this company, as well as many others, 
began as a company that performed in the 
park. The park facilitated a literal open field 
as a figurative open invitation to anyone who 
approached the performances. The park existed 
as the common denominator for all present, 
whether performer, avid arts fan, curious couple 
meandering through the park, or bored child 
dragged along to the experience. In the park 
there exists no formality, merely a space for 
performances to be held and experiences to be 
had. Outside this performance space exists all the 
spaces of the park, some exciting, some dense, 
some for gathering, some for quiet contemplation, 
and so on. The idea of the park as the conceptual 
seed for the theatre began here and provided a logical solution 
on multiple fronts. A park and its openness greatly benefit the 
community and provide an optimal heart to street festivals, 
arts events, student gatherings and so on. A park exists as, 
again, a common denominator for all walks of life, and is no 
different here. A park stays true to the history and culture of 
Shakespearean plays, with this company and traditions held 
worldwide. A park inherently lends itself to a broad diversity 
of spaces and functions that naturally flow into and out of one 
another. The park is a place of curiosity, of play, of energy, 
of spontaneity, of variety. Thus, the park presents itself as a 
powerful and compelling conceptual idea for this theatre. The 
question then becomes how the park and its abstract aspects 
can be materialized into a building. 
 Research leads to contemporary 
examples of successful parks and playful, 
unique theatres that are conceptually similar 
to Oklahoma Shakespeare in the Park to 
draw reference from. The first of these is 
Renzo Piano’s L’Aquila Auditorium del Parco, 
which is a simple, intimate arrangement 
of three cubic volumes nestled quietly in a 
large community park. The largest block 
contains the theatre, with the other two blocks 
programmed separately for public functions 
and theatre functions. To separate this small 
complex from the surrounding park and 
nearby castle, the density of trees is lessened and 
the ground covering switches to hardscape paths 
with gravel neatly surrounding the facility. Another 
example is ASSEMBLE’s Theatre on the Fly, which 
existed as a temporary theatre installation for a 
theatre festival in a park. The stage and seating are 
intimate, bare, simple, and arguably uncomfortable, 
as they are merely oriented strand board benches 
with an optional padded seat provided. Large barn 
doors on both short ends of the theater provide 
entry, loading access, and immediate connection to 
the sprawling park outside. Much of the technical 
aspects of both of these theatres are on display, 

with the fly loft mechanics, light systems, 
and the like hanging freely and visibly. Two 
award-winning park examples of powerful 
influence in this project are the High Line 
in New York City, and the Guthrie Green in 
nearby Tulsa, Oklahoma. The High Line 
most eloquently demonstrates the park as 
a place of a multiplicity of experiences. As 
a community catalyst too, it accommodates 
a great many people with a great many 
desires and interests. The Guthrie Green 
most prominently features as a performance 
space, but contains aspects of other park 
features as well. The large field at its center 
can be both a regular park field for casual 
frisbee games, yoga classes, or lounging, 
or a space for the audience to gather for a 
performance. Fountains and benches and 
paths exist to the sides to isolate the park 
from the city streets and create small, more 
botanical sorts of spaces. Lastly, the elevated 
pavilion anchors the site, providing a more 
intimate and formal space to look across the 
lawn and host gatherings. These precedents 
reinforced the park idea and led to compelling 
methods of generating built space out of the 
park idea. 
 Most immediately, this idea creates 
a park out of the exterior. On the north side 
of the facility, a green lawn spills from the 
roof and cascades down to the sidewalk 
along Paseo. This sloping green mass 
provides a comfortable relief from the street 
where passersby can withdraw and watch 
street activities, where children can roll and 
climb and play, and audiences can gather 
for performances at the street edge. This 
hill climbs the building, burying many of 
its functions quietly beneath its surface, 
culminating to a broad field that sits atop 
much of theatre. This broad field itself can 
hold many large functions or exist as a 
quiet, removed space for escape. Much of the 
remaining building mass and its aesthetic 
are informed by a contextual blend of the 
Paseo’s solid cubic massing and Automobile 
Row’s industrial features. Thus, the entrance 
and corner café block exist as solid, blocky 
features that anchor the corner. The north 
entrance lies recessed under an erupting 
canopy mass with OKSP in raised block 
letters on its east and west sides, creating 
the marquee out of these letters and their 
strong shadows throughout the day. The café 
block turns the corner to the east side directly 
along Walker Avenue. Right off of the café 
block another recessed entrance is found that 
transitions from solidity to that of an extremely public street-
side concrete deck alongside a transparent glass curtainwall 
exterior. The functions inside this portion of the building are 
meant to spatially communicate and share themselves publicly 
with Walker Avenue and this street-side deck, as they are the 
rehearsal/community room, the lobby, and a large, flexible pre-
performance lobby/rehearsal/display space. This street deck 
is more distinctly spatially contained with an overhead and 
side system of glass louvers on a steel structure to continue an 
industrial aesthetic, lower the heat gain of the east side without 
overly intense shade, and all around make this a particularly 
enjoyable social space. The louver system and structure cascade 
from the deck over and atop the roof deck to shade a portion of 
it. At the end of the deck, the solidity of the corner block returns 
as the interior functions transition to egress and the back of 
house spaces. These spaces inform the southern block to be 
solid and tall, with framed openings on the south face for the 
costume production space. The solidity of the southern block 
continues along the west side, only finding relief with scattered 
framed windows that look into the theater circulation spaces 
and the west entry to the lobby. The south and west faces are 
much quieter and restrained, as they are of limited visibility 
and host much of the systems features like the transformer, 
dumpster, loading dock, and so on. The park idea pushes for 
the exterior to exist as these playfully, loosely woven together, 
disparate spaces so that it appeases and invites all walks of life.  

 Moving to the interior, the spaces 
must be organized both through this idea 
and more specific programmatic concerns. 
This begins with functions being delineated 
as front of house or back of house with the 
theater space in the middle. Front of house 
spaces like the lobby and box office push 
to the north of the site along with the café, 
to maintain and take advantage of street 
presence along Paseo. Administrative 
spaces and bathroom spaces exist directly 
under the sloping portion of the hill, and 
directly access the lobby. The lobby is 
linear in nature, as it bridges the east and 
west entries with the north intersecting 
perpendicularly on axis with the elevator. 
Right off the lobby at the northeast 
corner is the café and kitchen, with their 
awning and outdoor space that spills 
out onto the continuous deck. Electrical 
and mechanical space is hidden in this 
block behind the kitchen. The spaces that 
can be most public, like the rehearsal/
community room and flex lobby are placed 
along the east side for maximum street 
visibility along Walker and the created 
street deck space. The theater sits at the 
center of the facility, with immediate access 
off of the lobby and side entrances of vertical 
circulation elements. The entire southern 
solid block contains a spacious and flexible 
back of house with a freight elevator and 
loading dock at the southeast corner of the 
ground floor. Most mechanical equipment 
exists in a large singular space at the south 
end of the ground floor. The basement of the 
back of house contains the dressing rooms, 
rest rooms, and green room, as well as the 
stage and immediate access to the entries 
of the theater for quick surprise entries 
during performances. Upstairs of the back 
of house contains space for managing fly 
loft equipment and assembly, with access to 
the costume production space on the south 
wall and the rehearsal/community space on 
the east wall. Set production exists in the 
insulated, extremely removed space beneath 
the theater seating to be extremely removed 
from spaces where noise and commotion 
may interrupt functions. The common 
theme throughout these spaces and their 
arrangement is the loose, simple way in which 
they reveal themselves to each other while 
answering to strict functional requirements. 

 In order to capture the playful quality of the 
park in material form, a palette was selected of a 
certain busy energy with a consistent vocabulary 
of lines. The variety of material qualities allows 
for balanced contrast between cool and warm 
materials, textures, and scales. The solid elements 
of the exterior host 2.5’x12’ frames of terra cotta 
panels. This arrangement seeks to break the 
large walls of the back of house into something 
approachable and stimulating. From a distance 
the wall may appear solid, with the divisions of 
the frames apparent, and upon closer inspection, 
the frames are of a relatable size, with busy linear 
terra cotta panels held in them. Thus, three scales 
are encountered in the humanizing sequence of the 
approach to these large walls. Curtain wall elements 
are specified to be steel frame curtain walls in order 
to reduce the visual impact of thicker mullions. The 
curtain wall thus registers as a plane of lines that is 
meant to be looked into and out of, blurring the line 
between interior and exterior, especially at the east 
patio. The language of this curtain wall continues 
in the vertical glass louvers on the east patio that 
contain and shade the space in a light, airy, and 
lively way. Most interior floors are of polished 
concrete for durability, the continued industrial 
aesthetic, and flexibility through coverings for 
temporary performances or displays. Gray linear 
tiles demarcate spatial changes and more specific 
functionality from the concrete as in the lower flex 
lobby space. Lastly, the exterior and interior of the 
theatre box are primarily clad in wood for acoustic 
properties, as well as to bring warmth through 
the interior, straight from the heart of the building. 
These elements combine with the exposed white 
painted steel structure and linear ceiling aluminum 
baffle systems for a truly appreciable aesthetic. 
The palette comes together to especially answer to 
the contemporary desires of the client, but keep an 
informal and playful energy throughout the facility. 
 The spaces most thoroughly investigated were the the-
ater, lower flex lobby, eastern patio, and rehearsal/community 
space. The theater is the overwhelming and stunning surprise 
to all theatergoers, as the fluid and organic lines of the floor, 
ceiling, and theater envelop and welcome all who enter. It is of a 
simple gesture: an amorphous volume that generates a void out 
of white painted wood panels suspended from the ceiling and 
secured to the walls. Sections of these panels can be raised or 
lowered for acoustical alterations, specific set installations and 
the like. Lighting and sound systems fit within the gaps between 
the panels, and can be lowered and raised independently for 
maximum control and flexibility throughout the long life of the 
theatre. The tech booth peaks into the theatre through a window 
reveal right underneath the panels as they end at the rear wall. 
Two entrances exist at the top and bottom each with one per 
side for egress and surprise performance entries. The top rear 
entries are simply the rearmost panel pulling itself aside like a 
curtain, keeping consistent with the fluid, revealing nature of 
the space, and unveiling itself like the well-kept secret of the 
park. The seating of the space is one of its most unique aspects, 
as it is an abstraction of the hill theater that exists outside, 
physically manifesting itself as extrusions of the contour lines 
of a cozy concave hill cascading through the space. These lines 
form seating as long bench seats, so that people may informally 
locate themselves in naturally developing, sporadic groups, as 
they would if they seated themselves outside for a performance 
in the park. The contours continue all the way to the floor, im-
mediately against the thrust stage with no difference in height. 
This combined with the steep nature of the hill slope results in a 
profoundly intimate and exhilarating theatre space. 


The lower flex lobby, rehearsal/community space, and eastern 
patio were designed as a triad of interrelated spaces and func-
tions. Each space features prominently into the next space with 
obvious visual and lighting connections. The lower flex lobby 
is meant to be extremely accommodating for a wide variety 
of events and functions. Its primary purpose is for pre-perfor-
mance gathering, but it easily hosts informal public rehearsals, 
large banquets, and lively night events. The ground level of the 
eastern curtain wall connects this space to the eastern patio, 
and the tall theater circulation space between the theatre and 
the flex lobby loosely connect the rehearsal space right above. 
The east patio serves as an enjoyable, casual public gathering 
space shaded in day by the glass louver system and the building 
itself, illuminated at night by the lights of the theater and the 
soft illumination of the louvers themselves. The rehearsal/com-
munity space remains quiet and simple, so as to accommodate 
the many possible functions that it may contain. It overlooks the 
east patio and enjoys the full height of the curtain wall there for 
plenty of daylight if desired. Its other glass curtain wall sees it 
overlooking the tall theater circulation space beside it. 
The space investigated for its technical 
aspects and systems coordination was 
the rehearsal space. Most necessary for 
the space to be successful is adaptability 
within its ceiling system for lighting 
and sound. The system employed is a 
suspended frame that holds 2” wide by 4” 
deep rectilinear aluminum ceiling baffles 
spaced with 6” between them. The lights 
selected are hyper-efficient LED suspended 
strip lights that hang comfortably between 
the baffles every 10’ on center. The fire 
sprinkler system also fits easily with the 
heads situated between the baffles in a 
defined grid every 10’ on center. Strip air 
diffusers also follow the same logic and 
hang flush with the ceiling grid though 
at every 5’ on center. The suspended 
frame that supports the ceiling allows for 
additional flexibility as well, as more light and 
systems, art displays, temporary barriers, and so 
on can all be suspended with ease and minimal 
effort. This creates a simple, minimally invasive 
aesthetic for a very accommodating and extremely 
functional space that thoroughly meets the client’s 
desires for contemporaneity. Much work was 
done to also sculpt the daylighting of the space, 
with a specific frit pattern and glass to limit the 
extreme exposure the floor to ceiling curtain 
wall can bring into the space. The frit pattern 
consisted of lines that began at a reasonable 20% 
screening at the bottom of the space, transitioning 
to an almost complete frosting of 80% screening. 
Also coordinated were the glass and fabric louvers 
located 10’ away from the exterior of this curtain 
wall on the opposite side of the east porch. These 
louvers are 1’ deep and typically spaced 1’ apart 
and vertically oriented east to west, providing 
great amounts of shading from morning sun. The 
glass selected for this curtain wall is of a lower 
visibility coefficient too, so this provides much 
more daylighting control and an extreme savings in 
cooling load of 50%. 
 The structural system utilized is 
predominantly a composite steel beam and decking 
system for a simple and clean aesthetic. The 
exception for this is the concrete bearing walls of 
the theater space. The structural system coordinates 
nicely with the linear nature of the materials and 
the industrial materiality already established. 
Moreover, exposing and featuring it and other 
systems demonstrates an honesty otherwise lost 
if hidden and a permanent state of alterability, as 
future contracting can suspend elements from the 
decking or add components on to exposed columns 
and beams with little to no complications. 
 The design of the Oklahoma Shakespeare in the Park 
Theatre is a surprising, dynamic conglomeration of a wondrous 
variety of spaces. Its execution stems directly from the powerful 
idea that the theatre should perform as a park and be a catalyst 
for the community, an open, inviting plain for all walks of life, 
and a place of many diverse experiences. From the fluid and 
organic nature of the theatre, to the extensive functionality of 
the rehearsal space, the strong conceptual direction was fol-
lowed through the spaces, forms, materials, and details.  After 
a semester of tireless work and dedication, the design is one of 
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